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Important Notice:  Comments received in response to this solicitation, including names and addresses of 
those who comment, will be considered part of the public record on this proposed action and will be available 
for public inspection.  Comments submitted anonymously will be accepted and considered; however, those 
who only comment anonymously will not have standing to appeal the subsequent decision under 36 CFR 
Part 215.  Reviewers must provide the Forest Service with their comments during the review period of this 
Draft Environmental Assessment.  This will enable the Forest Service to analyze and respond to the 
comments at one time and to use information acquired in the preparation of the final environmental analysis, 
thus avoiding undue delay in the decision-making process.  Reviewers have an obligation to structure their 
participation in the National Environmental Policy Act process so that it is meaningful and alerts the agency 
to the reviewerôs position and contentions.  Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power Corp. v. NRDC, 435 U.S. 519, 
553 (1978).  Environmental objections that could have been raised at the draft stage may be waived if not 
raised until after completion of the final environmental impact statement.  City of Angoon, v. Hodel (9th 
Circuit, 1986) and Wisconsin Heritages, Inc. v. Harris, 490 F. Supp. 1334, 1338 (E.D. Wis. 1980).  
Comments on the Draft Environmental Assessment should be specific and should address the adequacy of 
the statement and the merits of the alternatives discussed (40 CFR 1503.3).  
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RHCA Riparian Habitat Conservation Area 
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Chapter 1: Purpose and Need for Project 

Introduction  

The Lookout Mountain Ranger District is proposing management strategies for the Ochoco wild horse herd 

that resides on the Big Summit Territory (BST).  The BST is located within Crook County, Oregon, about 25 

miles east of Prineville, Oregon.  The BST comprises about 25,434 acres.1  Of this, 98% is National Forest 

System lands administered by the Ochoco National Forestôs Lookout Mountain and Paulina Ranger Districts.  

The location of the territory in Oregon is displayed in Figure 1. 

The Forest Service has prepared this Draft Environmental Assessment to disclose the effects of the 

management plan alternatives on the human environment.  Three Alternatives are addressed in detail.  A herd 

management plan (also referred to as a ñterritory planò) is an operational plan for managing one or more herd 

units of wild free-roaming horses and burros and describes the desired population level, detailed management 

practices, interagency coordination, scheduling and monitoring requirements for managing each herd unit, 

within the direction established in the Forest Plan (Forest Service Manual 2200, Chapter 2260). 

Figure 1:  Location of the Big Summit Territory (Project Area) within Oregon. 

 

                                                      

1 Acres calculated using the Ochoco National Forest Geographic Information System (GIS) 
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Background 

Early accounts of horses in the Ochoco Mountains are varied, so it is difficult to know the herdôs exact 

origins.  Most sources agree that horses once roamed beyond the limits of the present Territory, and were 

said to be good quality animals as ranchers would selectively turn breeding stock loose to ensure a supply of 

horses would be available when needed for ranch work.  It is known that the U.S. Armyôs Remount program 

influenced the lineage of Euro-American settlersô herds, which then escaped or were turned loose to establish 

or augment the wild horse bands.  In later years, Thoroughbred racing stock may have been released in the 

area.  According to the 1975 Ochoco Wild and Free Roaming Horse Management Plan, the first horses in the 

Territory (around 1925) were animals that escaped from, or were set loose by, different ranches in the 

surrounding areas of Post, Mitchell, and Prineville.   

With the passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFRHBA) in 1971, the Forest Service 

and BLM were required to manage unbranded and unclaimed wild horses and burros in the areas where they 

were found (in 1971) as an integral part of the national system of public lands.  Wild horses share the 

Territory with wildlife and seasonally with domestic sheep; there are no permitted cattle.  

In 1975 the Forest Service completed an environmental analysis (EA) and management plan to address 

management of the wild horses on the Ochoco National Forest (USDA Forest Service 1975).  That plan 

established the Big Summit Territory boundary and determined an appropriate management level (AML) for 

the wild horses to be within a range of 55 to 65 animals.  The EA described this as ña safe range and that all 

uses and activities can exist in continuity at this number with the initiation of management activities to 

protect resources and control numbers.ò  

In 1989 the Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) provided direction that 

ñwild horses within the original territory will be managed at a maximum of 60 head.ò  Horse numbers above 

this level were to be considered excess and were required to be removed.  Horses that had moved outside the 

Big Summit Territory were identified as first priority for removal.  Adoption of excess horses was managed, 

until recently, through a 1988 interagency agreement with the Bureau of Land Management. (USDA Forest 

Service 1989). 

Current Conditions 

A 2018 census in the Territory counted 135 animals.2  This is over double the high end of the current 

Appropriate Management Level (AML) established in the 1975 management plan and the 1989 LRMP.  

Wild horse herds can grow at an average rate of 20% annually (National Research Council 2013).  The 

average population growth of this herd appears to be around 7-8% with high annual variation.  Two recent 

studies of the wild horses in the BST indicated low genetic variability (Cothran 2011 and Mills 2010).  Low 

genetic variability can lead to lowered resilience and increased expression of recessive traits.  According to 

the National Academy of Sciences, ñTheoretical and empirical studies have demonstrated substantial fitness 

costs associated with the loss of genetic diversity in both free ranging and captive populationsé Isolation 

and small population size, in combination with the effects of genetic drift, may reduce genetic diversity to the 

point where herds suffer from the reduced fitness often associated with inbreeding. That would compromise 

the ability of herds to persist under changing environmental conditions.ò (National Academy of Sciences, 

2013.  Using Science to Improve the BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program:  A Way Forward)    

Big Summit Territory is named after the adjacent Big Summit prairie, a privately owned five-by-seven-mile 

basin at an elevation of 4,500 feet.  Most of the Territory is forested with dry grand fir (32%) and Douglas-fir 

(32%) forest types covering nearly 65% of the Territory.  The other 35% is covered by ponderosa pine, moist 

grand fir, western juniper, subalpine fir, or is non-forested such as meadows.  Forage conditions in the 

                                                      

2 The census was conducted by Owyhee Air with infrared technology and identified 119 horses; an additional 16 known 

horses were outside the flight area.  A 2018 annual census conducted by volunteers counted 125 horses. 
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forested areas vary based on the amount of canopy cover present.  Horses prefer riparian areas, which at 589 

acres, is a small proportion of the Territory (2%).  Riparian forage is in an unsatisfactory condition.  

Both the number of horses currently present, and their year-round use appear to be contributing to the 

negative effects of a number of springs and seeps within the Territory.  These areas have exhibited bare soil 

and alteration from trampling in excess of 70 percent, residual stubble heights of less than 2 inches at the end 

of the grazing season, denuded vegetation, and the presence of annual vegetation and other undesirable 

plants.    

Purpose and Need for Action 

The purpose of the proposed action is to develop a new herd management plan3 to replace the 1975 plan, 

incorporating best available science, and to be consistent with the 1971 Wild Free Roaming Horses and 

Burros Act as amended (WFRHBA), 36 CFR 222 Subpart D, Forest Service Manual 2260 and other 

pertinent direction.   

The Forest Service is mandated by the WFRHBA to ensure wild horses are managed in a thriving natural 

ecological balance with other uses and the productive capacity of their habitat as required.   

The need for a new herd management (territory) plan is demonstrated by: 

An increased wild horse population above the AML established in the 1975 plan and more than double the 

maximum number allowed by the Ochoco Forest Plan.  The Forest Service must maintain a herd size that the 

habitat within the Territory boundary can sustain.  A thorough, science-based approach to determine an 

appropriate management level (AML) that considers the current habitat conditions that have evolved since 

1975 is overdue.  Although there is ample summer range available within the territory, winter range is 

limited.  A relatively low availability of forage in the areas where horses spend the winter can result in 

poorer body condition during harsh winters; therefore, there is a need to account for winter range being a 

limiting factor in determining AML.  New information on capture methods and other elements of wild horse 

management that have evolved since 1975 need to be considered.   

Better understanding of fertility control methods and better understanding of genetics, plus a desire to 

improve the genetic variability of the wild horse herd for long-term sustainability.  The existing plan does 

not address the genetic health of the Ochoco wild horses and it does not account for new fertility control 

methods that have become available.     

The Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) includes direction that is based 

on the 1975 herd management plan.  There is a need to amend the LRMP must be amended to replace 

direction that is based on the 1975 Plan.  The purpose of amendments is to update guidance and allow 

adjustments to the AML based on changing conditions.  

Proposed Action 

The Forest Service proposed action (that was scoped with the public in the summer of 2017) is the 

development of a management plan for the wild free-roaming horses of the Big Summit Territory that would 

include the following elements: 

¶ Establish an appropriate management level (AML) based on current habitat conditions and the most 

limiting factors for essential habitat needs.  The most limiting factors in the Big Summit Territory are 

winter forage and space.   

                                                      

3 Forest Service Manual 2260 refers to ñTerritorial Plans.ò  This EA uses Herd Management Plan and Territorial Plan 

interchangeably.   
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¶ Manage for genetic variability through introduction of new genes, adjustments of the sex ratio, or 

other actions. 

¶ Slow the herdôs rate of growth using approved fertility control methods and/or adjusting age 

distribution. 

¶ Develop an Emergency Action Framework for effectively and humanely managing situations such as 

sick, lame, or old horses or public safety concerns.   

¶ Develop an off-range plan to include protocols for capturing horses, handling horses, adoption, 

training programs and sale of horses.  The corral at Ochoco Ranger Station compound is one location 

that may be used for off-range management. 

¶ Amend the Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) to provide 

overall management objective consistent with the Act.  
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Figure 2:  Big Summit Wild Horse Territory 
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Scoping and Issue/Alternative Development  

The Forest Supervisor issued a letter dated June 19, 2017 announcing the release of the proposal to write a 

new herd management (territory) plan.  The letter was distributed to 127 individuals, organizations, and 

government agencies.  The proposal was also posted to the Forest Service web page on June 17th.  A Notice 

of Intent to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement was published in the Federal Register on June 21, 

2017 (Vol. 82, No. 118), which began the 30-day scoping period.4   A total of 27 responses were received 

during the specified time period.  

The comments received in response to the June 2017 scoping notice were reviewed by the IDT and 

Responsible Official. The comments were categorized into topics that then became either a key issue (which 

could lead to an alternatives), an ñotherò issue, or as an issue outside the scope of this project that will not be 

considered further in the EA.  These issue categories are described below.   

Key Issue  

Key issues are those that represent a point of debate or concern that cannot be resolved without consideration 

of the trade-offs involved.  These issues spur the design of alternatives to the proposed action that provide a 

different path to achieve project objectives.  Trade-offs can be more clearly understood by developing 

alternatives and displaying the relative impacts of these alternatives weighed against the proposed action.  

Key Issue 1:  Appropriate Management Level 

A primary concern of those interested in the Ochoco wild horse herd is the size of the herd, or appropriate 

management level (AML).  Commenters expressed concern that the agency is intending to set a lower AML 

for the herd than is in the current plan or set an AML that is lower than the current herd size. 5  There is a 

cause/effect relationship between the wild horse population range and potential impacts to the wild horses 

and other natural resources in the Territory.     

Winter Forage as Most Limiting Factor:  Appendix B discloses the analysis process that led to the Forest 

Service proposed AML of 12 to 57 horses.  The analysis considers winter forage as the most limiting factor 

in the Territory.  Some commenters suggested that winter forage availability should not be used as an 

excuse to lower the herd size because there was apparently enough forage to support a herd size of 

approximately 122 through the 2016-17 winter.  Comments also stated that animals would suffer in harsh 

conditions of prolonged and deep snow regardless of the size of the herd and that it should be dealt with by 

allowing emergency feeding (see Comments Considered but not Addressed in Alternatives).   

Providing for Genetic Variability:  Some commenters feel that the current AML is too low to provide for 

genetic variability and that the agency should increase the AML to improve the genetic variability.  Many 

commenters state that a population of about 150 horses is necessary for the population to be genetically 

viable.  The proposed action states that the process to determine AML will consider management of the 

genetic variability of the wild horse herd and that the Forest will introduce new genes, adjust the sex ratio, 

or use other methods. Based on the best available science, the genetic variability of the Ochoco horse herd 

is limited.  The ability to improve the genetic health of the herd by introducing new genes is a tool 

considered under Alternative 2.  Alternative 3 does not include that as a tool in order to address the issue.  

The question to be assessed and compared by alternative is whether or not allowing the population to 

                                                      

4 The Forest later withdrew that notice on the decision to issue an Environmental Assessment rather than an 

Environmental Impact Statement because, upon preliminary evaluation, no potential significant impacts to the human 

environment are anticipated.  
5  The 1975 Plan calls for an AML of 55-65; the LRMP states that horses will be managed at a maximum of 60 head.  

The current herd size at the time of this analysis is estimated to be 135. 
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expand and managing for a higher AML alone, as some have suggested, would improve genetic 

variability.6        

This key issue is addressed by comparing alternatives with different ranges of AML.  Alternative 1 is the 

current plan AML of 55-65; Alternative 2 has an AML of 12-57 based on an analysis process outlined in 

Appendix B, and Alternative 3 has an AML of 150-200 based on requests from those who feel this level of 

AML will address concerns about genetic variability.  Analysis will consider the effects to wild horses and 

natural resources that would result from managing herd size and habitat within the AML established as a 

population range with a lower and an upper limit.  Indicators of effect will include: forage availability, 

genetic variability and population growth.   

 

Other Issues  

Impacts to Natural Resource Conditions  

The scoping letter noted that the wild horses are causing some resource damage, particularly in riparian areas 

(Figure 3).  Some commenters wish to see evidence that problems actually exist and that it is the fault of the 

horses.  Many commenters think the problems are more likely resulting from sheep and cows.  Some 

commenters claim a benefit to other wildlife from horses congregating around water.  

 

Figure 3:  Photo of a riparian area denuded of vegetation.    

Horses create impacts to natural resources including soils, vegetation, and riparian/wetland areas.  Larger 

numbers of horses can have a greater expanse and intensity of effect.  Horses prefer riparian areas and larger 

numbers of horses has a greater impact in riparian areas.  Soils are affected by reduced vegetation in 

localized areas, trailing, and trampling.  Grazing by horses reduces vegetation and can cause areas to be 

denuded of vegetation, and horses moving through the forest can contribute to the spread of invasive plants.  

The analysis will address the potential for effects to the natural resource in the territory due to wild horse use 

on a year-round basis. Natural resources that will be analyzed include: soil, riparian condition, stream health 

and water quality, fisheries, wildlife, range, and botanical resources. 

 

 

                                                      

6 Some public comments also stated that the current genetic makeup of the herd is unique and should be 

maintained.  That statement is conjectural and not supported by scientific evidence.  Determining if the 

Ochoco wild horse herd is a distinct and unique population is outside the scope of the purpose of this project, 

which is to prepare a management plan that ensures the herd is managed as a population of healthy animals 

in a thriving natural ecological balance with other uses.   
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Competition between Wild Horses and Livestock  

Horses share the Big Summit Territory with native wildlife species and permitted livestock; therefore 

growing numbers of horses increases competition for forage with big game and permitted livestock.  Some 

scoping respondents are concerned that the increasing herd size is negatively impacting riparian areas and 

availability of forage.  Others are concerned that livestock are having impacts on natural resources that are 

being blamed on wild horses and that modifying livestock grazing practices could improve forage conditions 

for the wild horses. 

The scope of the analysis and decision to be made do not involve the determination of whether livestock 

grazing should take place in the Big Summit Territory or how many livestock should be permitted.  The 

Ochoco Forest Plan provides allowable use standards for livestock, wildlife, and wild horses for all areas of 

the Ochoco National Forest including the Big Summit Territory. The analysis in this EA will address how 

management for wild horses affects the availability of forage for wild horses, livestock, and wildlife.  

Additionally, the cumulative impacts of managing a wild horse herd, domestic livestock, other ungulates, and 

other uses will be addressed in the EA.    

The alternatives will also be assessed based upon the amount of forage available to horses, big game, and 

livestock under the different AML levels called for in the alternatives.  The cumulative effect of livestock 

grazing in addition to a wild horse herd in the Territory is also included in the analysis.     

Impacts to Social Values 

The existence of a wild horse herd on the Big Summit Territory is a valued feature of public land in central 

Oregon and of the Ochoco National Forest.  As an asset, it presents opportunity for the public to engage in 

wild horse viewing and photography.  Some people come to the Ochocos for the purpose of catching a 

glimpse of the wild horses.  The year-round presence of wild horses also has the potential to impact 

recreation and other uses of the Forest.   

Social values to be considered in the EA include heritage resources, hunting opportunity and success, 

recreation (dispersed camping, watchable wildlife, and horse viewing), and the economic impact to livestock 

operators.  

Population Control Methods 

The proposed action states that the Forest Service will implement actions to slow the herdôs rate of growth as 

needed to maintain the population within the identified AML  range.  Some commenters stated that fertility 

control is generally preferred for regulating herd numbers.  Scoping respondents also had specific comments 

related to Porcine Zona Pellucid (PZP)7 (e.g. when and how it should be administered).  Some expressed 

opposition to the use of permanent fertility control, such as sterilization and sex-ratio adjustments.  

Alternatives will vary on the AML level; but once the AML is determined, the size of the herd may need to 

be adjusted (if the existing herd size is above AML) to within the selected range through gathering, 

placement, or sale.  Once AML has been reached, contraception could be one method of fertility control used 

for maintaining that herd size.  However, managing to an AML level with the use of contraceptives alone is 

very uncommon and may not be feasible for the Big Summit Territory.  Planning guidance instructs the 

Forest Service to list all ñacceptable methods of control,ò as well as the extent of natural predation occurring 

within the territory.  The revised plan will provide a list of available tools, using best available science and 

incorporating new technologies as they arise.  The intent is to not eliminate outright the Forestôs ability to use 

any tool to control population.  All action alternatives will include the same approach.  

                                                      

7 Porcine Zona Pellucid (PZP) has been used as a wildlife contraception since the late 1980s and is approved by the 

National Wild Horse and Burro Advisory Board.  It can be administered to captured animals via a standard syringe or 

administered to free ranging wildlife with a dart gun.  The contraceptive effect lasts for approximately one year in 

horses and can potentially be extended by including a controlled-release PZP component.  
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Comments Considered but not Addressed in Alternatives  or Analysis  

Some comments that were received by the Forest Service were considered, but did not lead to developing a 

component of an alternative and were not carried through into analysis.  The reasons may be one of the 

following:  1) the comment raises an issue that is outside the scope of the proposed action; 2) raises an issue 

that is already decided by law, regulation, Forest Plan, or other higher level decision; 3) raises an issue that is 

adequately addressed in all alternatives; 4) raises an issue that is conjectural and not supported by scientific 

or factual evidence.   

Big Summit Wild Horse Territory should be enlarged.  A number of commenters expressed frustration, 

claiming that the Big Summit Territory was incorrectly designated because it didnôt account for the full 

extent of where wild horses were present in 1971.  They also feel that the small size of the territory is 

preventing management of a larger herd and constraining genetic variability.  One commenter feels that 

territory delineation is not in accordance with the Act.   

The Forest Service is not considering any additions to the territory.  In accordance with the WFRHBA, the 

management of wild horses and burros is limited to the areas where wild horses and burros were found in 

1971, which is the area identified in the 1975 EA.  

The scoping notice included a proposed adjustment to the territory boundary to remove private property; 

however, the Forest is no longer considering that modification to the territory and will use the boundary 

description and map included in the 1975 environmental assessment, while recognizing that the Ochoco 

National Forest has no authority to designate management commitments on non-National Forest System 

lands.  The boundary is as depicted in Figure 3.  The size of the Territory is a component of the AML 

analysis, Appendix B. 

Responding to Wild Horses in Crises.  Scoping respondents felt that the Forest Service should consider and 

plan for many different kinds of emergencies including dealing with sick and lame horses, starving horses, or 

wildfires threatening horses.  There were also comments that the agency needed to have better response times 

to emergencies.   

Although nothing in the WFRHBA or associated regulation compels the Forest Service to react to rescue 

wild horses in situations or incidents such as wildfire or deep long-lasting snow that may reduce forage 

supply, the Forest Service has committed to incorporating an emergency action framework into the 

management plan.  This framework serves as Best Management Practices and must comply with the 

regulations and agency policy governing wild horse management on public lands.   For example, in the event 

of old, sick, or lame animals, the WFRHBA Act directs the land managing agency to destroy the animal in 

the most humane manner possible.  The WFRHBA requires all management activities to be at the ñminimal 

feasible level.ò  Additionally, emergency situations or horses in crisis have to be dealt with on a case by case 

basis; therefore, the plan will provide a framework rather than contemplate all potential situations.  The 

approach will be the same for all alternatives.  

Supplemental Feeding:  A primary concern of many scoping respondents is the desire to see supplemental 

feeding of wild horses when harsh winter conditions make it difficult for them to find food.  As stated above, 

the Emergency Action Framework (Appendix D) does not identify specific actions that would be taken, such 

as feeding the horses, but would provide line officers a decision-making guide when faced with an 

emergency situation in which a wild horse may be suffering.8     

                                                      

8 It should be noted that supplemental feeding is not consistent with Forest Service policy and has the potential to 

exacerbate problems within a wild horse herd.  Supplemental feeding may facilitate population growth above the AML, 

leading to other future negative resource impacts resulting in ecological imbalance.  Supplemental feeding could also 

lead to habituation of horses to people and disrupt the movement and migration of horses across the territory, again 
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Provide a Buffer to Ensure Survival of Population.  One argument for a larger herd size that came from 

scoping responses is that more animals would survive a severe winter (or other threats such as disease or 

predators) if there were more animals going into it.  Managing for the current AML of up to 65 horses is seen 

by some people as potentially disastrous for the population (i.e. a ñbottleneckò situation), if a harsh season 

causes mortality.  Although the EA considers an alternative with a larger AML, the environmental effects to 

wild horses are based on forage availability and resulting body condition.  The wild horses in the Big Summit 

Territory are considered as part of the metapopulation of all wild horses in the western United States 

therefore, loss of horses in one Territory does not constitute loss of a population (National Research Council 

2013).  

ñThe agency lacks expertise to manage wild horses.  Forest Service should allow COWHC or others to 

implement wild horse herd management.ò  The comment is outside the scope of the analysis to be conducted 

in the EA.  Forest Service regulations require the Forest Service organization to provide the administration of 

wild horses rather than by the granting of leases and permits for maintenance of these animals to individuals 

and organizations (36 CFR 222.61(1)(2).  Forest Service Manual states ñDo not issue permits to individuals 

or organizations for management of animals on NFS lands.  Consider entering into agreements whereby 

individuals or organizations may provide funds for management purposes, improvement of water supply, 

fencing, or other habitat needs.ò  FSM 2264.2.  Participation of a well-informed public is desirable and can 

often be achieved through public meetings, contacts with wild horse protection groups, local livestock 

associations, or organizations with scientific expertise or special knowledge of wild horses and burros.  The 

Ochoco National Forest will continue to promote public participation through volunteer agreements; 

however, primary responsibility for management falls to the Forest Service.   

Forest vegetation management should be undertaken to improve forage availability.  Some people express a 

desire to see the Forest Service maximize winter forage availability by cleaning up surface fuels and 

adjusting livestock grazing in winter range areas; giving more forage allocation to horses rather than 

livestock.  Although forage conditions across the territory are a primary component of the AML analysis and 

the effects analysis, forest vegetation management is outside the scope of this analysis.  Vegetation 

management follows Forest Plan goals and objectives for the management areas within the Big Summit 

Territory.  Treatments such as thinning and fuels reduction that are undertaken have transitory effects on 

forage availability and the ability to implement treatments is subject to capacity and funding.  The territory 

plan will focus on management of horses in a thriving natural ecological balance with the environmental 

conditions as they are today, knowing that forest conditions are dynamic.  More information on the potential 

for improved forage availability is included in the AML analysis (Appendix B).  Conducting vegetation 

management and fuels treatments is outside the scope of the herd management plan and would require 

separate NEPA analysis. 

The Forest Service should create a horse park where horses can be tamed and the public can visit.  This 

suggestion is outside the scope of this project and not in accordance with the Act.  The Forest must prepare a 

management plan in accordance with law, regulation, and policy.  The Act states they are ñto be considered 

in the area where presently found, as an integral part of the natural system of the public lands with minimal 

feasible management.ò   

General opposition to herd management (e.g. ñI donôt want one horse hurt or taken off the land they are on.  

The attack and assaults on Americans honored valued wild horse population is absolutely depravedò).  This 

issue is already decided by law. The Act directs the agency to manage the wild horse herd, including the 

removal of excess animals or destruction of old, sick, or lame animals in the most humane manner possible.  

Territory management plans describe acceptable methods of controlling the population. 

                                                      

leading to other negative natural resource impacts.  A need for supplemental feeding may be an indication that the 

population is too high, and not in a thriving ecological balance.   
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Modify the current livestock grazing practices.  The scope of the analysis and decision to be made do not 

involve the determination of whether livestock grazing should take place in the Big Summit Territory or how 

many livestock should be permitted.  Grazing is managed through the implementation of allotment 

management plans and issuance of annual operating instructions following Forest Service range management 

handbook and manual procedure.  The effect of wild horse management on livestock grazing is addressed in 

Chapter 3.   

Planning Framework 

Development of this analysis follows implementing regulations of the National Forest Management Act 

(NFMA); Title 36, Code of Federal Regulations, Part 219 (36 CFR 219); Forest Service NEPA Regulations 

Title 36, Code of Federal Regulations, Part 220 (36 CFR 220); Council of Environmental Quality NEPA 

Regulations, Title 40; CFR, Parts 1500-1508.  This section describes applicable Forest Plan management 

direction and policy, as well as current laws, regulation, and executive order. 

The Wild Free -Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971  

Under the WFRHB Act, wild free-roaming horses and burros were described as living symbols of the historic 

and pioneer spirit of the west, contributing to diversity of life forms in the United States and enriching the 

lives of American people.  The basis for management and protection of wild horses and burros is determining 

and achieving the appropriate management level.  The Act also provides direction on dealing with excess 

animals, dealing with wild free-roaming horses or burros that stray onto privately-owned land, and criminal 

provisions for harassing, killing, or removing wild horse or burro from public lands without authority. 

There have been several amendments to the WFRHB Act: 

¶ The Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 permitted the use of helicopters in the 

capture of wild and free roaming horses and burros and the use of motor vehicles for their transport. 

¶ The Public Rangelands Improvement Act of 1978 amended the WFRHB to ñcontinue the policy of 
protecting wild free-roaming horses and burros from capture, branding, harassment, or death, while 

at the same time facilitating the removal and disposal of excess wild free-roaming horses and burros 

which pose a threat to themselves and their habitat and to other rangeland values.ò  

¶ The Omnibus Parks and Public Lands Management Act of 1996 required the recognition and 

protection of wild and free roaming horses in the Ozark Scenic Riverways.   

¶ The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2005 amended the WFRHBA to require the BLM and FS to 

sell (without limitation) excess animals more than 10 years old or which have been offered for 

adoption three times. 

¶ Further Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2020 placed a limitation on the funding appropriated by 

the act for both the BLM and FS, making funding unavailable for the destruction of any healthy, 

unadopted wild horse and/or burro under their jurisdiction or the sale of a wild horse and/or burro 

that results in the destruction of the animal for processing into a commercial product. 

The WFRHB Actôs implementing regulations for the Forest Service are at 36 CFR 222, Subpart D.  Forest 

Service Manual (FSM) Chapter 2260 outlines the agencyôs policy regarding management of wild horses 

under the authority of the WFRHB Act, including direction on the development of territory management 

plans such as under consideration in this EA.       

Ochoco  National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan  

The 1989 Ochoco Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP, also referred to as ñForest Planò), as 

amended, provides guidance and direction for management activities on all lands managed by the Ochoco 

National Forest.  The LRMP establishes goals, objectives, and standards and guidelines on both a forest-wide 

as well as on a management area specific basis.  Management direction for the Big Summit Wild Horse 
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Territory is included in Appendix I of the LRMP (See Appendix A of this EA for details).  The LRMP will 

have to be amended to be consistent with the new management plan.   

The Big Summit Wild Horse Territory is not a separate management area under the LRMP.  The Territory 

includes several management area designations, as displayed in Table 1 and Figure 4.  Table 1 states briefly 

the management area goals and objectives. 

Table 1:   LRMP Management Areas Goals/Objectives and Acres. 

Management Area Management Emphasis  Acres 

MA-F6 Old Growth Provide habitat for wildlife species dependent on old growth stands. 396 

MA-F11 Lookout 
Mountain Rec. Area 

Maintain a natural setting; provide continued opportunities for high-
quality, semi-primitive recreational activities, and wildlife habitat, while 
maintaining healthy forests. 

3,657 

MA-F13 Developed 
Recreation 

Provide safe, healthful, and aesthetic facilities for people to utilize while 
they are pursuing a variety of recreational experiences within a relatively 
natural outdoor setting. 

4 

MA-F15 Riparian Manage streamside vegetation and habitat to maintain or improve water 
quality.  Meet temperature and turbidity levels as required by state 
standards under the Clean Water Act.  

926 

MA-F21 General 
Forest Winter Range 

Manage for timber production with management activities designed and 
implemented to recognize big game habitat needs. 

4,337 

MA-F22 General 
Forest 

Produce timber and forage while meeting the Forest-wide standards and 
guidelines for all resources.  In ponderosa pine stands, management will 
emphasize production of high value timber. 

13,585 

MA-F26 Visual 
Management 
Corridors 

Maintain the natural appearing character of the Forest along major travel 
routes, where management activities are usually not evident or are 
visually subordinate to the surrounding landscape. 

3,058 

Other Ownership ς 
Bureau of Land 
Management* 

Managed by the Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM).  [Look at their RMP].  The Forest Service does not impose any wild 
horse management obligations on this land. 

78 

Other Ownership ς 
Private Property* 

A portion of the Territory delineated in 1975 falls on privately-owned 
lands.  The Forest Service does not impose any wild horse management 
obligations on this property.  

319 

 Forest Plan Total 26,360 

*Although included in the original delineation of the Territory, the Forest Service does not have management authority 

on these lands. 

INFISH:  Riparian management guidelines of the LRMP were amended by the Inland Native Fish Strategy 

(INFISH) (USDA 1995).  INFISH provides direction to protect habitat and populations of resident native fish 

outside of anadromous fish habitat and provides standards and guidelines for activities within Riparian 

Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCAs).  INFISH established landscape-scale interim Riparian Management 

Objectives (RMOs) which describe desired conditions for fish habitat.  To meet RMOs, projects are designed 

to not retard the rate of or prevent recovery of habitat.  RHCAs are to be managed to maintain or restore 

water quality, stream channel integrity and channel processes, sediment regimes, instream flows, diversity 

and productivity of plant communities in riparian zones, and riparian and aquatic habitats to foster unique 

genetic fish stocks that evolved within the specific region.  RHCAs overlay other LRMP management 

allocations.   

Eastside Screens:  The Eastside Screens amendment to the LRMP does not apply to this project because the 

project does not involve timber sales. 
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Figure 4:  Big Summit Wild Horse Territory and Forest Plan management allocations. 
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Project Record 

This EA hereby incorporates by reference the Project Record (40 CFR 1502.21).  The Project Record 

contains Specialist Reports and other technical documentation used to support the analysis and conclusions 

in this EA.  Chapter 3 provides a summary of the Specialist Reports in adequate detail to support the decision 

rationale; appendices provide supporting documentation.  For some resources, separate reports were not 

prepared. 

Incorporating these Specialist Reports and the Project Record help implement the Council on Environmental 

Quality (CEQ) Regulations provision that agencies should reduce NEPA paperwork (40 CFR 1500.4), that 

the document shall be ñanalytic rather than encyclopedic,ò and that the document ñshall be kept concise and 

no longer than absolutely necessaryò (40 CFR 1502.0).  The objective is to furnish adequate site-specific 

information to demonstrate a reasoned consideration of the environment impacts of the alternative and how 

these impacts can be mitigated, without repeating detailed analysis and background information available 

elsewhere.  The Project Record is located at the Ochoco National Forest office at 3160 NE Third Street, 

Prineville, Oregon, Monday through Friday 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.  Much of the record also available on the 

project web page at https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=46228.  

Decision Framework 

The deciding official for the project will be the Forest Supervisor of the Ochoco National Forest.  Given the 

purpose and need for action, and based upon the effects of the alternatives, the deciding official will select a 

management strategy for the Ochoco wild horse herd and their habitat.  The selected management actions, 

together with the associated management and monitoring objectives will guide management of the wild horse 

herd over the life of the plan.  The Forest Supervisor will determine: 

¶ The appropriate management level expressed as a population range with an upper and lower level;  

¶ Whether or not to amend the Forest Plan; 

¶ Techniques to be used to maintain or improve the herdôs genetic health; 

¶ Population growth reduction methods that may be implemented to slow herd growth rates and reduce 

number of excess animals that would have to be removed over time; 

¶ Criteria to be considered when determining whether excess wild horses are present and require 

removal; 

¶ Methods used for gathering and removing excess wild horses; and 

¶ Off-range management

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=46228
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Chapter 2:  Alternatives 

Introduction  

This chapter describes and compares the alternatives considered for the Ochoco Wild Horse Herd 

Management Plan Project.  Based on the Key Issue described in Chapter 1, a total of three alternatives are 

described and analyzed in detail.  Three other alternatives were considered but dismissed from detailed 

review as explained in section 2.6.    

Alternatives Considered In Detail 

Alternative 1 ï No Action (Continue Existing Management)  

This is the No Action alternative that is required by law to provide a basis for comparing the effects of other 

alternatives.  Under No Action, wild horse management would continue under the existing management plan 

(USFS 1975).  The existing plan has an objective to manage a wild horse population within the AML range 

of 55-65 wild horses.  The existing population level far exceeds this AML.  The LRMP would not be 

amended.  

Population Management 

Population growth is to be controlled by culling, with priorities for capture and removal of 1) outside 

territory, 2) old or lame, and 3) others to reach AML.  There would be no breeding program or management 

of genetic strains.  The current plan calls for shooting old, sick, and lame horses.  

Horses above the high AML are considered excess.  Gathers to remove excess wild horses last took place in 

2011.  Prior to 2011, the Forest trapped wild horses almost annually.  Under Alternative 1, gathers would 

take place regularly (e.g. annually or biannually) to remove excess horses.  Gathers are the only population 

control method under Alternative 1.  

There is no breeding program or management of genetic strains.   

Off -range Management    

Horses that are removed from the range may be adopted or destroyed in a humane manner, if adoption 

resources do not exist.  A Forest Service corral or Burns corral would be used for holding.   

Emergency Action 

Actions necessary to deal with emergency situations are taken on a case by case basis at the direction of the 

Forest Supervisor.  

 

Action Alternatives  

The following describes the components of Alternatives 2 and 3 that differ based on the key issue. 

Alternative 2  

Population 

Under this alternative, the Forest Service would establish an AML as a population range of 12-57 wild 

horses.  This AML range was determined through an in-depth analysis guided by the methodology described 

in BLM Handbook 4700-1, which considers the most limiting factor of the essential habitat components of 

water, forage, cover, and space.  For the Big Summit Territory, the most limiting factor is winter forage.  The 

lower limit is a reflection of forage availability when considering wildlife presence within the Territory 
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during winters of above-average snowfall.  See Appendix B for details on the AML analysis process.  

Population growth control methods common to Alternative 2 and 3 are described on the following page.   

Genetic Health 

Under Alternative 2, the Forest would manage the wild horse herd for an acceptable level of genetic 

variability, i.e. observed heterozygosity values for DNA-based samples according to best available science.  

The Forest would establish baseline genetic variability by sampling a portion of the herd during the initial 

gather and removal operations conducted under this Plan. 

Genetic variability would be managed in consultation with wild horse genetics experts with the introduction 

of new genes in young mares from similar habitats.  It may be necessary to introduce more than one or two 

young mares initially , in order to increase genetic variability in a timely manner. 

 

Alternative 3  

Population 

This alternative addresses the public issue of wanting to maintain a higher number of horses in the territory 

for the reasons listed in Chapter 1.  Under this alternative the Forest would maintain the wild horse herd size 

in the range of 150 to 200 wild horses.  Population growth control methods common to Alternatives 2 and 3 

are described in the following section ñManagement Components Common to Both Action Alternatives.ò 

Genetic Health 

The AML of 150-200 would provide for an effective population size of at least 50.  There would be no 

outside inputs for genetic variability and no managing of the herdôs sex ratio.    

 

Management Components Common to Both Action Alternatives  

The following would be included in herd management under either Alternative 2 or 3:  

Population Growth Control  

Wild horses will be managed so that the AML can be achieved.  Horses above the high AML are considered 

excess.    

Population growth will be managed by: 

¶ Conducting gathers to remove excess wild horses as needed to maintain the wild horse herd size 

within the established AML.  Gathers are described in the Wild Horse section of this EA beginning on 

page 45. 

¶ Implementing fertility control methods to slow population growth rates, reduce gather frequency, and 

decrease the number of excess wild horses which need to be removed over time. 

Consecutive gathers to remove excess wild horses would begin as soon as a final NEPA Decision is made to 

attain population size within AML. 

¶ Highest priority would be to gather and remove wild horses residing outside the Territory and in areas 

where resource damage is occurring due to overpopulation. 

¶ Second priority would be to gather and remove horses as necessary to achieve and maintain AML. 

¶ A selective removal criteria may be used for all gathers to encourage objectives such as genetic 

variability or population growth rate (based on consultation from wild horse genetic experts). 
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¶ Once AML is achieved, gathers to maintain population size within AML will occur as needed, which 

is considered implementation of the herd management plan. 

Bait trapping would be the primary gather method and may occur throughout the year.  Six bait trap locations 

have been identified as permanent sites where temporary structures would be put up.  Other locations can be 

used for temporary bait trap sites as needed and would be routed through specialists to address resource 

concerns.  Frequent monitoring of bait trap locations is necessary to verify if horses are present in the traps. 

Other gather methods, such as use of helicopters, fixed-wing aircraft and motor vehicles would follow 

direction in 36 CFR 22, Subpart D, 222.64. 

The Comprehensive Animal Welfare Program Standards (USDI 2015) developed by the BLM would be 

followed during the gather operations (see Appendix D).  This document was modified for Forest Service use 

in the Big Summit Territory. 

After wild horses are gathered, they would either be:  1) transported to the BLM Burns corral facility or 2) 

transported to a Forest Service corral or to temporary/mobile corrals constructed by the Forest Service or 3) 

transported to leased or contracted private facilities, where they will be prepared for adoption or sale.   

Fertility control methods will be used to slow the population growth.  Fertility control methods include 

contraception, sterilization and manipulation of sex ratios. 

¶ Contraception will be our preferred method of fertility control to reduce population growth and 

achieve AML in conjunction with gathers.  Contraception tools like PZP will be utilized with a Best 

Management Plan (Included in this EA as Appendix E) developed to ensure attention to promoting 

genetic variation with fertility control.  Any future contraception methods approved by the Wild 

Horse and Burro Advisory Board will be considered for use on the wild horses. 

¶ Sterilization may be used to help manage population growth and promote genetic health in the herd.  

For example, sterilization of studs may be used to promote a sex ratio that favors a slower population 

growth.  Future sterilization methods approved by the Wild Horse and Burro Advisory Board will be 

considered for use in management of the Big Summit wild horses. 

¶ Manipulation of sex ratios is expected to be the tool that is the lowest priority for consideration to 

slow population growth because of concerns about its effect on genetic variation.  If needed, ratios 

may be adjusted to slightly favor males (up to 60/40 males/females) by selective gathering, to assist in 

slowing population growth. 

¶ Other methods to slow population growth would be considered only if approved by the Wild Horse 

and Burro Advisory Board.   

Emergency Action Framework 

The Emergency Action Framework will be guided under the values of:  humane treatment of wild horses off 

range; long-term well-being of the wild horse herd; and honoring and maintaining the ñwildnessò of the herd 

(see Appendix D).   

Humane destruction of wild horses would follow direction in 36 CFR 222, Subpart D, 222.69.  This includes 

the destruction in the most humane manner possible, sick, lame or old animals.   

¶ Sick means a wild horse with failing health, infirmness, or disease from which there is a poor 

prognosis for recovery. 

¶ Lame means a wild horse with malfunctioning muscles, ligaments or limbs that impair freedom of 

movement. 

¶ Old means a wild horse characterized by inability to fend for itself because of age, physical 

deterioration, suffering or closeness to death. 
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Any destruction of a wild horse as an act of mercy would be fully documented.  Documentation would 

describe the health of the animal (which may include Henneke Body Condition Score), reason for its 

destruction and cause of injury or circumstances leading to the animalôs condition if known. 

Off -Range Plan 

All horses placed into private custody through adoption would have some form of unique identifier for future 

tracking (e.g. freeze brand). 

Initially , attempts would be made to place excess wild horses in private care through adoption.  The Forest 

Service or Forest Service-approved volunteer personnel would be responsible for adoption compliance and 

subsequent title transfer of these animals. 

Animals that meet the sale-eligibility criteria would be offered for sale.  Animals must meet the sale-

eligibility criteria under the WFRHB Act of 1971, Pub. L. 92-195, 1333 (e) 2004.  While the Act as amended 

only addresses sale without limitation, subsequent enactment of riders prohibiting the BLMôs and Forest 

Service use of appropriated funds for the sale or slaughter of wild free-roaming horses and burros resulted in 

BLMôs construction of a sale with limitation whereby purchasers declare in their purchase application to, ñé 

not sell or transfer ownership of any such animals that I purchase to any person or organization that intends 

to resell, trade, or give away such animals for processing into commercial products.ò  While current Forest 

Service policy is to follow the mandates of the Act as amended, it will comply with appropriations language 

limitations.   Sales of excess wild horses without limitations, would be similar to the majority of livestock 

sales in the state whereby the owner has ultimate determination of the future use of the animal within the 

restrictions of state animal treatment and care laws.  Sales of excess wild horses with limitations similar to 

those declared in the application to purchase BLM horses and burros would be expected to prevent the 

transfer of animals that previously had status as wild horses or burros for processing into commercial 

products.  Under both types of sales, once sold, horses lose their protected status under the Act (16 U.S.C., 

Chap 30, §1333(e) (4)). 

As a last resort, animals for which there is no adoption or sale demand would be euthanized in the most 

humane and cost efficient manner possible (36 CFR 222.69 (5)). 

Resource Protection Measures Common to All Alternatives 

Gather Operations / Locating Traps 

¶ Consult District Archaeologist if new trap locations are needed to ensure they are not placed on 

cultural resource sites.  

¶ See Invasive Plant Prevention Measures 

Invasive Plant Prevention Measures 

¶ The Forest Service would inspect equipment needed for moving horses off the Territory such as horse 

trailers or trap components. Vehicles requiring cleaning would be moved to a site designated by the 

Forest Service if cleaning is needed prior to the start of operations.   

¶ During wild horse capture, existing non-native invasive plant infestations would be avoided to the 

greatest extent possible. 

¶ Inform and include district invasive plant coordinator with project planning and implementation so 

that any newly discovered invasive plant infestations identified during implementation are 

documented and prioritized for treatment. 

¶ Monitor trap sites for new and/or increased invasive plant populations.  

Botany Project Design Criteria for Sensitive Plants 

¶ To protect sensitive species associated with riparian and scabland habitats, gathering and trapping 

would be avoided in these habitats unless approved by District Botanist.  
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Forest Plan Amendment 

In order to implement one of the action alternatives, the 1989 Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource 

Management Plan (Forest Plan) would need to be amended.  The Big Summit Wild Horse Territory is not a 

separate management area under the LRMP.  LRMP 4-140 states that The Big Summit Ranger District wild 

horse territory will be managed for a base herd of 60 horses, as outlined in the Wild Horse Management Plan, 

Appendix I.  The decision resulting from this analysis would replace that statement and Appendix I of the 

LRMP with overall guidance that allows for an adjustment to the AML based on ecological conditions.   See 

Appendix A for a description of the amendment and the substantive requirements that are relevant to this 

amendment pursuant to planning regulations at 36 CFR 219.8 ï 219.11.    

Comparison of the Alternatives 

The following chart displays the AML range for each alternative Figure 5.  The horizontal line indicates the 

minimum horse numbers currently in or around the territory based on recent census data.  Alternatives 1 and 

2 show AMLs that are below the current number of horses, while Alternative 3 shows an AML range above 

the current number of horses.   

 

Figure 5:  AML range by alternative and current estimate of number of wild horses. 

 

 

The following table on the following page displays a summary of the Key Issue analysis (Table 2).  
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Table 2:  Comparison of the Alternatives for the Key Issue of AML. 

 Alternative 1 Alternative 2 Alternative 3 

Attribute  AML of 55-65 AML of 12-57 AML of 150-200 

Forage 
Availability and 
Condition 

Exceedance of allowable use 
standard and guideline at high 
AML during above-average 
snowfall years.  High riparian 
utilization levels with continued 
unsatisfactory riparian 
conditions.   

Projected winter range riparian 
use level 46% - 32% during 
above-average winters 

 

Allowable use levels would be 
exceeded in riparian areas until 
AML reached; recovery of 
riparian conditions in the long 
term. 

Projected winter range riparian 
use level 30% during above-
average winters 

High utilization levels in 
riparian areas and 
exceedance of allowable use 
standard and guideline; long-
term negative impacts to 
riparian condition.  

Projected winter range 
riparian use level 86% - 73% 
during above-average 
winters 

Genetic Health 

Observed heterozygosity is 
expected to remain below 
recommended critical level and 
continue to decline.  Fitness of 
the herd would be expected to 
continue to decline.   

Increase in observed 
heterozygosity is expected due to 
importing wild horse mares.  
Continuous monitoring of genetic 
variability and input based on 
expert recommendations would 
guide future actions to maintain 
genetic variability.  

Observed heterozygosity is 
expected to remain below 
recommended critical level 
and continue to decline.  
Fitness of the herd would be 
expected to continue to 
decline. 

Population 
Growth Control 

Capture and removal only, 
requiring longer time to reach 
high AML.  70 excess horses to 
be removed; then 
approximately 11-26 excess 
horses to be removed during 
periodic gathers. 

Estimated 5-10 years to reach 
AML 

Capture and removal of about 78 
excess horses to reach high AML; 
then 10 to 20 excess horses to be 
removed during periodic gathers.  
Fertility control would be 
implemented to stabilize herd 
size and minimize need for 
gathers.  

Estimated up to 5 years to reach 
AML 

 

Fertility control would be 
implemented once 
population grows to AML to 
stabilize herd size and 
minimize need for gathers. 

 

 

Summary of Alternatives Considered but not Analyzed in Detail 

Federal agencies are required by NEPA to rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable 

alternatives and to briefly discuss the reasons for eliminating any alternatives that were not developed in 

detail (40 CFR 1502.14).  Public comments received in response to the Proposed Action expressed concerns 

they had with the proposed action and in some cases provided suggestions for a different course of action.  

Most of those issues are addressed with analysis or were used to develop the Alternatives, as described 

previously in this chapter.  Alternatives or project design that were considered but dismissed from detailed 

consideration are summarized below. 

No Capture  

Some people have expressed opposition to horse capture practices.  An alternative that would address this 

was considered.  The population level would have to be managed by methods other than capturing and 

removing wild horses in excess of the identified AML.  This alternative will not be analyzed in detail 

because it is not consistent with law, regulation, and policy; there is no known method for reducing the 
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population to the desired AML when an overpopulation exists without capturing the excess horses and 

therefore it would not be feasible; the Act requires that horses above AML be removed from the range.   

No Active Management  

This alternative would have addressed public opposition to active horse management.  The current number of 

wild horses in the Territory (about 135) would be considered the high end of the AML range, with 55 being 

the low end.  The main component of this alternative is that the population would not be managed to 

maintain the AML.  This alternative sets an arbitrary AML based on the number of horses that are currently 

present without considering a thriving natural ecological balance.  The AML is not based on resource 

concerns or consideration of the limiting factors in the territory.  The high end of this AML is close to the 

low end of the Alternative 3 AML; therefore effects would be similar at least in the short term, particularly in 

terms of exceeding seasonal forage availability and off territory movement of horses.  This alternative would 

not meet the purpose and need, is not consistent with law, regulation and policy, and therefore will not be 

analyzed in detail.
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Chapter 3: Affected Environment and Environmental 
Consequences 

Introduction  

This section of the EA considers the environmental consequences of implementation of the various 

alternatives.  The following discussion of effects follows CEQ guidance for scope (40 CFR 1508.25(c)) by 

categorizing the effects as direct, indirect, and cumulative.  The focus is on cause and consequences.  For this 

analysis, in general, direct and indirect effects have been discussed in the context that most readers are 

accustomed to:  those consequences which are caused by the action and either occur at the same time and 

place, or are later in time or farther removed in distance but are still reasonably foreseeable (40 CFR 1508.8).  

Cumulative effects are discussed where there is an effect to the environment which results from the 

incremental effect of the action when added to other past, present, or reasonably foreseeable future actions 

(40 CFR 1508.7). 

The temporal and spatial scale of the analysis is variable depending upon the resource concern being 

evaluated, particularly for cumulative effects.  The landscape within the Big Summit Territory is the focus of 

this EA, but adjacent lands are considered in portions of this analysis process where applicable. 

Interdisciplinary Team Specialist Reports  

The interdisciplinary team (IDT) includes Forest specialists for each discipline (see Chapter 4, section 4.4 for 

team members and their qualifications).  Specialists on the IDT prepared technical reports to address the 

affected environment and expected environmental consequences of proposed action and alternatives.  All 

reports are maintained in the project file, located at the Ochoco National Forest headquarters office in 

Prineville, Oregon.  In some cases, this chapter provides a summary of the report and may only reference 

technical data upon which conclusions were based.  When deemed appropriate, those parts of specialist 

reports that are not included in this EA are incorporated by reference (40 CFR 1502.41).  For some resources 

there is no separate specialist report on file and the entire topic is contained in the EA.   

Role of Science   

Scientific  information improves the ability to estimate consequences and risks of alternative decisions.  The 

effects of each alternative are predicted based on scientific  literature and the professional experience of the 

Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) specialists.  The conclusions of the IDT specialists are based on the best 

available science and current understanding.  Relevant and available scientific information is incorporated by 

reference and a complete bibliography is included at the end of this EA.  Referenced material is a 

consideration of the best available science. 

Cumulative  Effects  

The following section on environmental consequences includes discussion of cumulative effects.  Where 

there is an overlapping zone of influence, or an additive effect, this information is disclosed.  In order to 

understand the contribution of past actions to the cumulative effects of the proposed action and alternatives, 

this analysis relies on current environmental conditions as a proxy for the impacts of past actions.  This is 

because existing conditions reflect the aggregate impact of all prior human actions and natural events that 

have affected the environment and might contribute to cumulative effects.  By looking at current conditions, 

we are sure to capture all the residual effects of past human actions and natural events, regardless of which 

particular action or event contributed to those effects.  This approach is consistent with Forest Service NEPA 

regulations at 36 CFR 220.4(f). 

The following table shows projects and activities that have been considered by the interdisciplinary team 

when conducting cumulative effects analysis.  Within each resource section, the specific activities that may 
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contribute to cumulative effects are described.  Some resources may include more activities.  See individual 

reports for details. The geographic scale of cumulative effects considerations can vary by resource.   

Table 3:  Ongoing and reasonably foreseeable future actions to be considered in cumulative effects analysis.  
Some of these projects or activities overlap the Bit Summit Wild Horse Territory; some are within a larger 
cumulative effects analysis area and do not overlap the Territory.  Some resources may consider additional 
activities; see individual effects analysis.   

Project / Activity Status Description 

Vegetation Management 

Canyon Fuels and Vegetation 
Management Project 
(ROD 2010) 

Implementation 
ongoing 

Pre-commercial thinning, fuels management; 
hardwood and upland shrub restoration and road 
management; commercial treatments complete 
and are part of existing condition. 

Howard Elliot Johnson Fuels 
and Vegetation Management 
Project  
(ROD 2011) 

Implementation 
ongoing 

Pre-commercial thinning, fuels management; 
Hardwood and upland shrub restoration; stream 
restoration; road management; commercial 
treatments complete and are part of existing 
condition. 

Invasive Plant Treatments (EIS 
2012) 

Ongoing Treatment of invasive plants based on annual plan, 
including riparian and wet meadow areas. Reduces 
extent of invasive plant infestations and protects 
areas not yet infested.  

Walton Lake Restoration 
Project 

Planning Commercial and pre-commercial treatments, fuels 
management 

Recreation / Special Uses 

Trails Ongoing Snowmobile, hiking and mountain bike trails 

Powerline Maintenance Ongoing Maintenance includes removal of trees near 
powerlines, sometimes within RHCAs. 

Travel Management (EIS 2011) Ongoing Motorized road and trail system area designated. 
Limits cross-country motorized access.   

Grazing 

Marks Creek AMP, Big Summit 
AMP 

Ongoing Cattle and sheep grazing authorized through 
allotment management plans 

Reservoir Allotment Ongoing Sheep grazing of two bands of 1,100 ewe/lamb 
pairs from June 16 to September 30 

 

 

Wild Horses 

Introduction  

This section will cover the existing conditions in the Big Summit Territory including existing conditions of 

the wild horse herd, as well as the data and science providing the basis for those condition determinations.  

This section also provides the analysis of effects of the alternatives on wild horses, including the Key Issue.  

The Key Issue to be addressed is the AML as described in Chapter 1.  The AML, or range of wild horse 

numbers to be managed within the Big Summit Territory, affects other natural resources like forage 

conditions, riparian vegetation, big game habitat, and permitted livestock.  The AML also affects the wild 

horse herd, their cover and space needs, genetics, and social behaviors.  
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Regulatory Framework  

Laws:   

¶ The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971 as amended (WFRHBA) 

¶ The Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA) 

¶ The Public Rangelands Improvement Act of 1978 as amended (PRIA) 

Regulation: 

¶ 36 CFR 222 Subpart D, Management of Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros 

Forest Service Policy and Direction:  

¶ Forest Service Manual 2260-Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros (FSM 2260) 

¶ Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) 

o Forage and Livestock Use (4-11) 

o Forage Utilization Standards and Guidelines (4-141) 

Analysis Methods  

The analysis method is based on the review of existing conditions in the Big Summit Territory, relevant 

scientific literature, Forest Service Manual direction and professional expertise. 

The existing conditions for the land and the wild horse herd were determined based on various data sets 

collected inside the Big Summit Territory including: surveys, photo points, Geographical Information 

System (GIS) data and personal observations.  This will be discussed in detail in the Affected Environment 

section. 

The factors to be analyzed for wild horses are: 

Å Herd Size (AML) Å Social behavior 

Å Genetic variability Å Wild horse capture and/or removal 

Å Forage availability Å Off-range management 

Å Fertility control  

 

Affected Environment  and Existing Conditions  

The Big Summit Territory is located approximately 30 miles east of Prineville on the Ochoco National 

Forest.  The Territory includes approximately 25,434 acres of forested habitat including Round Mountain 

and Duncan Butte.  The general description of the Territory is a mix of ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir and other 

conifer trees with a variety of shrubs and grasses, creeks and small mountain meadows. 

The Big Summit Territory is located in portions of the same legal description described in the 1975 EA: 

T. 13 S., R. 20 E., Sections 20, 21, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, and 35 

T. 13 S., R 19 E., Sections 34, 35 and 36 

T. 14 S., R19 E., Sections 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 21, 22, 23, and 24 

T. 14 S., R 20 E., Sections 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 14, 15, 16, 17, and 18 

The legal description from 1975 also estimated the acres at approximately 27,300 acres, of which, 27,060 

acres is National Forest System lands, 160 acres are private ownership and 80 acres are public lands 

managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  The 1975 EA also referenced a map which is shown 

in Figure 6.  The Forest had previously used maps that depicted only the T.R.S. legal description; however, 

this map from the 1975 EA reflects the official Territory boundary and how the Territory has been actively 

managed on the ground because of fence locations, and it has been digitized into the Forestôs Geographic 

Information System.  GIS calculates the acres at 25,434, of which, 25,037 acres are National Forest System 

lands, 319 acres are private ownership and 78 acres are BLM.  This is 7% less than the 27,300-acre figure 
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which was based on the legal description (see above) and which has previously been used in Forest Service 

documents related to the Territory (including the scoping notice for this project).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6:  Big Summit Territory Map as delineated in the 1975 Environmental Assessment 

There will be no effect on wild horses associated with this re-digitizing of the Territory because the Forest 

has always attempted to keep the horses on the eastside of the western boundary.  For example, in 2008 and 

2009, the majority of the horses were located west of the western boundary in the Coyle Creek area.  The 

fence had an opening that in 2008 was replaced with a metal gate, and salt blocks were placed in the 

Territory and gates opened to lure horses back into the Territory.  These salt blocks and gates were checked 

several times in 2008.  Then on October 23, 2009, 24 horses were moved back inside the Territory from 

Coyle Creek by horseback.   

Wild horses in the Big Summit Territory form several dynamic bands that range in size and kind; there are 

bachelor bands of between 3-5 horses and family bands anywhere from 3-20 plus horses depending on the 

time of year.  Most horses tend toward dark bay and black coat colors with unique facial or body markings.  

In the late spring to summer, horses can be observed grazing in open meadows in great body condition while 

in the winter time, horses can be observed roaming for forage at the base of trees or on southern slopes were 

the snow is less of a barrier.  During the winter horses tend to be in poorer body condition, with general body 

condition declining as the harshness of the winter increases.  

The existing Ochoco Wild and Free-Roaming Horse Management Plan (Plan) was approved in 1975 

following the passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act of 1971.  This Plan set an Appropriate 

Management Level (AML) of 55-65 horses.  The Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management 

Plan (LRMP) was approved in 1989 and states that the Territory will be managed at a maximum of 60 

horses.  The latest estimate (September of 2018) of the number of wild horses in and around the Big Summit 

Wild Horse Territory is 135 horses. 

The resource elements selected to be focused on in this report are wild horses, upland forage, riparian forage 

and forage availability.  Because this is an EA to develop an updated Herd Management (Territorial) Plan 

(HMP) for the wild horses in the Big Summit Territory, wild horses are the main focus.  This would include 
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a description of the horses themselves, how they use the Territory, their social and genetic makeup and 

management actions.  The other resource elements are focused on forage, a basic need for wild horses, but 

also the point of competition with other multiple uses managed for inside the Big Summit Territory and the 

driver for the AML. 

Resource Element 1  ï Wild Horses  

Background 

Horses originated in the project area around the 1920s according to the existing Herd Management 

(Territorial) Plan (USDA Forest Service, 1975a).  According to this source these horses escaped from or 

were set loose by different ranchers in the surrounding areas including Post, Mitchell and Prineville.  

Ultimately, these free-roaming horses established their territories around Round Mountain and their numbers 

were kept at around 60 horses by local ñhorse chasers,ò natural deaths and predators (USDA Forest Service, 

1975a).   

The passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (Act) of 1971 established a need to protect 

horses and burros from ñcontinuing depredation by manò (US Congress, 1971).  When the Act passed, it 

gave authority to the Secretaries of Interior and Agriculture to manage wild free-roaming horses and burros 

as an integral part of the natural system.  The Act also directed the Secretaries to designate specific areas on 

public lands for management and protection of horses.  Any horses that were unbranded and unclaimed on 

designated public lands at the passing of the Act, would be protected and managed. 

Once the Act was passed, Ochoco National Forest staff began the process to determine how many unbranded 

and unclaimed horses were on the public lands and where to establish the territory boundary. During that 

process, several claims were made of horses on public lands owned by surrounding individuals, those horses 

were then considered not unclaimed and removed off public lands and reunited with their owners.  Ochoco 

National Forest staff also determined how many unbranded and unclaimed horses were occupying public 

lands at that time. They identified ten bands of horses, approximately 60 horses total, on approximately 

27,300 acres the boundary of which was mapped and designated as the Big Summit Territory (USDA Forest 

Service, 1975b, Figure 7).  They then completed an Environmental Analysis and established an AML of 55-

65 horses.  

 

Figure 7:  Photograph of a wild horse band from 1977 
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The Ochoco wild horses on Big Summit Territory are typically of bay to black coloring and short stature.  

Many of the horses have some sort of unique markings to help identify individuals, including blazes (white 

facial markings) or stockings (white coloring on legs).  Every June since 2003, in partnership with the 

Central Oregon Wild Horse Coalition, Forest Service volunteers have gathered for a three-day ground based 

wild horse inventory. The results of that annual inventory provide a minimum herd number which can be 

used to estimate a general trend over time (see Figure 8).  Starting in 2014, individual horses were identified 

with photos and individual information was cataloged.  A total of 123 horses are currently cataloged by the 

staff at the Lookout Mountain Ranger District.  There are 57 studs, 55 mares and 11 unknowns identified, a 

proportion of 46% studs, 45% mares and 9% unknown.  In 2018, in addition to the June ground based 

inventory which counted a minimum of 125 horses, in September 2018, an infrared flight detected 119 

horses (Owyhee Aerial Research Inc. 2018), and when combined with the 16 horses observed by Forest 

Service staff outside the survey area, the number of horses at that time was estimated at a minimum of 135, 

which is over 2 times the maximum level of 60 horses allowed in the LRMP.  Since it is reasonable to 

assume the gender ratio of the uncatalogued animals is similar to the ratio of the horses that have been 

catalogued we project that at that time we had at least 62 studs and 61 mares with 12 horses of unknown 

gender.   

 

Figure 8:  Herd size trends based on ground based inventory.   

 
The herd has been managed for the AML of 55-65 until the last capture of 2010, since then the herd has 

increased.  The average population growth of this herd appears to be around 7-8% with high annual variation 

(see Figure 9 for annual variation).  This growth rate does not account for annual changes in the number of 

wild horses due to gathers or known deaths in the Territory.  The population changes are taken from the 

annual inventory which can have a high variability of detection, therefore the annual inventory represents a 

minimum number of horses on the territory.  Horse detection varies based on number of volunteers present, 

area covered, horse location, horse behavior, weather variabilities and so forth.  There is little evidence of 

predation on the herd as a factor affecting population growth.  While we know there are black bears and 

cougars present in the Territory, there are few personal observations of black bear or cougar kills on wild 

horses in the Territory.  
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Figure 9:  Annual population change of herd over time based on annual inventory.  This does not account 
for annual changes to the inventory from gathers or known deaths in the Territory.  

 

When the 1975 Ochoco wild horse plan was finished, implementation of the plan began with the first capture 

of wild horses in 1977.  Continuous captures were then used to maintain the AML of 55-65 horses until 2011 

(Table 4).  In the 1970s through the early 2000s, excess horses were captured primarily using a combination 

of tranquilizer guns, wing traps and wranglers.  Until 1981, excess wild horses were cared for and prepared 

for adoption through the corral located on the Ochoco National Forest near the old Big Summit Ranger 

Station (Figure 10).  Beginning in 1981, excess wild horses were transported to the Burns wild horse facility 

in Hines, Oregon under an Interagency Agreement where they were processed, cared for and adopted out.  In 

the early 2000s the primary method for capture and removals of excess wild horses was bait trapping.  

Excess wild horses were captured to maintain AML until 2011.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10:  Photo of a horse off-range in the 1970s. 
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Table 4:  Capture and Removal Data for the Big Summit Territory.  This does not include known deaths of 
horses that occurred in the Territory.   

Date 
Horses 

Gathered 
Comments 

1977 41 
60% horses removed were studs, wing trap method, very little snow, all 
horses adopted within 2 months 

1981-1982 27 
About 50% horses removed were studs, all horses hauled to Burns BLM 
facility 

8/3-8/25 1982 15 4 studs, 6 mares, 4 colts and 1 filly hauled to Burns BLM facility 

1983 26 About 1/3 horses removed were studs, hauled to Burns BLM facility 

1984 32 Just under 50% horses removed were studs, hauled to Burns BLM facility 

1985 1 1 stud removed and hauled to BLM facility 

1988 12 1/3 horses removed were studs, hauled to Burns BLM facility 

1993 19 
Severe winter in January required removal of horses staying on country 
road due to public safety concern, majority of horses in poor condition, 
hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

1998 5 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

1999 16 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2000 2 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2002 23 
1/3 horses removed were studs, contract bait trap removal, hauled to the 
Burns BLM facility 

2003 3 
Bachelor band removed that was outside Territory, hauled to the Burns 
BLM facility 

2004 2 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2005 1 Stud located on private land, hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2006 12 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2007 4 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2009 4 
BLM capture contract, wing trap and helicopter, hauled to the Burns BLM 
facility 

2010 18 
3 bands captured by bait trap, 8 horses returned including 2 horses from 
the South Steins HMA 

2012 1 Hauled to the Burns BLM facility 

2015 2 Injured foal captured and Colt captured and adopted locally 

2016 1 Injured mare adopted locally 

2017 1 
Yearling stud captured and removed, heavy winter left stud in poor 
condition, adopted locally 

2018 1 Stud captured and adopted locally 
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Forest Service operations changed in 2014.  First, the National Agreement between the Forest Service and 

BLM was changed to authorize payment for holding by the BLM of only Forest Service wild horses that 

were currently in long-term or short-term care and adoption of Forest Service wild horses that were in BLM 

facilities prior to October 13, 2013.  According to the existing National agreement in the future local Forest 

Service offices are required to enter into local agreements if they wish to use the BLM to meet additional 

needs for handling wild horses newly removed from the Territory.  These changes affected the gather and 

removal process for Forest Service wild horses and their placement into BLM holding facilities.  Second, the 

Ochoco National Forest was preparing to update the herd management plan, including evaluating the AML 

determination based on changed conditions in the Territory.  

Habitat  

Within the approximately 25,434 acre Big Summit Territory, there are a variety of plant communities, 

conditions, slopes and aspects that make some areas primary habitat for horses and other areas less suitable.  

Horse observations within the Big Summit Territory appear to be consistent with research that shows that 

wild horses prefer slopes ranging from 0-19% (Ganskopp & Vavra, 1987).  Also, research shows that canopy 

cover has direct effects on understory plants, which provide forage for wild horses.  Specifically, once 

overstory canopy cover is higher than 40%, the understory resources are very limited (Jameson, 1967 and 

McConnell & Smith, 1965).  This is classified as transitory range, the primary component of the Big Summit 

Territory.  There are many studies that look at habitat use by horses, but they are primarily in very different 

habitats than occur within the Big Summit Territory (Ganskopp & Vavra, 1986, Miller, 1983, Crane et al., 

1997, Salter & Hudson, 1979).   Three conclusions from these studies appear to be applicable to the Big 

Summit Territory: 

¶ Riparian areas are preferred habitat (Crane et al., 1997) 

¶ Horses spend most of their time feeding (Crane et al., 1997 and Salter & Hudson, 1979) 

¶ The availability of preferred forage plants appeared to be the primary habitat use indicator during all 

seasons (Salter & Hudson, 1979). 

The Big Summit Territory has a wide variety of habitat in the 25,434 acres.  For example, there are 

approximately 421 acres of riparian areas in the Territory.  There is also a variable amount of varying slope 

and canopy cover categories throughout the Territory, that are open to the use of wild horses.  Figure 11 

below shows the acreage break out of different slope (up to 50%) and canopy cover categories in the 

Territory.  In each of the three slope classes, over 40% is the dominant canopy cover category.  Acreage in 

this canopy cover category would be considered the least suitable for wild horse habitat, however they would 

still be expected to occasionally travel through these areas. 

Based on the apparent preferences listed above, not all areas are well suited to provide for the needs of wild 

horses nor are all areas utilized equally.  The most suitable areas would be represented by abundant forage 

and gentle slopes; therefore, horses would be expected to primarily utilize the areas with 0-20% slope and 

less than 40% canopy cover (highlighted in Figure 11), which occurs on approximately 6,191 acres, or 24%, 

of the 25,434 acre Territory.   
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Figure 11:  Big Summit Territory acres by Slope and Canopy Cover (CC) 

 
Since 2003, a ground based inventory has been conducted annually including attempts to count horses that 

are outside of the Big Summit Territory.  Although there is no discernable relation between total herd size 

and the number of horses outside the Territory, personal observations seem to indicate increased numbers has 

resulted in increased pressure on horses to attempt to move further outside of the Territory.  Horses have 

been counted outside of the Territory every year although there is no way to determine how many horses are 

missed either inside or outside the Territory each year.  While the Territory itself is free of any fences, there 

are fence lines that border the west side and eastside of the Territory and the south side is a mix of natural 

barriers and fences.  The north side of the Territory is not bounded by a fence, but a let-down fence occurs 1-

2 miles outside of the Territory boundary. 

Wild Horse Winter Range 

The determination of wild horse winter range (the area wild horses primarily use during winters with above 

average snowfall for which NRCSôs calculation of Snow Water Equivalent is used as a general surrogate) is 

a key component of the AML Analysis (see Appendix B).  Through that process, we identified a winter range 

inside the Big Summit Territory of 4,942 acres.  This winter range was based on two winters with above 

average snowfall, 2008 (see Figure 12) and 2016, and the observed presence of horses during those winters.  

This wild horse winter range also partially overlaps with the General Forest Winter Range management area 

of the Ochoco LRMP, with a diverse mix of plant communities ranging from meadows to forested 

communities.  There is also a high variety of slopes and canopy covers within this area.  The wild horseôs 

pattern of habitat use during the winter varies depending upon the severity of the winter and the production 

of the prior growing season, however wild horses are consistently present in the area determined to be wild 

horse winter range during winter time.   
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Figure 12:  Graph of 2008 snow depth peak percentage 

 
While there is not a clear pattern of habitat use, Salter & Hudson found, the horses in their 1979 study in the 

foothills of the Alberta Rockies, that the availability of preferred forage plants appeared to be the primary 

habitat use indicator during all seasons (Salter & Hudson, 1979).  Salter and Hudson observed horses 

foraging in snow up to 60 cm (approximately 2 feet) in depth (the deepest snow during the study) and found 

that horses would paw in deep snow and horses could feed in shallow snow without pawing using their 

muzzle to push the snow away.  Horses also took advantage of reduced snow-depths at tree bases and on 

south-facing slopes where reduced snow depth throughout the winter may be found (Salter & Hudson, 1979).   

Preferred forage plants are located on flatter slopes with canopy cover less than 40%, this makes up 839 

acres, or 17%, of the 4,942 acre winter range (highlighted in Figure 13).  Slopes in the winter range vary 

from less than 5% to over 50%.  Slopes and canopy cover classes are displayed by acres in the following 

chart (Figure 12).  

 

Figure 13:  Slope and canopy cover class by acres in the wild horse winter range 
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Genetic Health 

In the 2013 National Research Councilôs synthesis chapter for, Genetic Diversity in Free-Ranging Horse and 

Burro Populations, they indicate that, ñIsolation and small population size in combination with the effects of 

genetic drift, may reduce genetic diversity to the point where herds suffer from the reduced fitness often 

associated with inbreeding. é  The maintenance of genetic diversity in a population is a function of the 

genetic effective population size.  é It was originally thought that an effective population size of at least 50 

was necessary to avoid short-term inbreeding depression, but empirical work suggest that if maintenance of 

fitness is important, effective population sizes much larger than 50 are necessary.  Theoretical studies suggest 

that the figure could be closer to 5000 for several reasons.  é so no single HMA or complex could be 

considered to have a [minimum viable population] size for the long term éò (National Research Council 

2013).  Since it can easily be argued that maintenance of genetic health of a wild horse herd is required in 

order to meet the ñthriving natural ecological balanceò standard of the Act a description of the current genetic 

condition of the herd and how subsequent management actions associated with the alternatives will both 

monitor and manage the genetic condition of the herd are advisable. 

Two genetic studies have been conducted on the Big Summit wild horses; both studies indicate low genetic 

variability.   The first study, led by Dr. Mills from Florida International University, began in 2006 with the 

purpose of identifying a non-invasive sampling method for genetic testing and counting of the horses in the 

Big Summit Territory.  The study unsuccessfully attempted to use fecal samples to identify individual horses.  

This method of sampling was not successful because the technology used could not distinguish between plant 

and animal DNA.  As an alternative, horse hair samples were collected from captured and adopted horses or 

from ñnoon treesò within the Big Summit Territory.  Horse DNA was successfully extracted from hair 

samples and amplified.  This study also showed many of the captured horses were closely related which 

could be indicative of a small herd that is inbred; alternatively, the hair samples may have come from whole 

family units captured before the offspring and siblings could naturally disperse to other areas (Mills, 2010).  

An article published from the study (Deshpande et al., 2019) further discusses the deficiency of 

heterozygosity and a positive inbreeding coefficient from 33 samples of the Big Summit wild horses. 

The second study was a genetics analysis of the Big Summit Territory horses which was completed in 2011 

by E. Gus Cothran from Texas A&M University utilizing 12 samples which came from two different 

captured bands of six. DNA was extracted from the samples and tested for variation at 12 microsatellite 

(mSat) systems.  As described in BLM Manual H-4700-1 Wild Horse and Burros Management Handbook, 

Section 4.4.6.2 Interpreting Genetics Data, the observed heterozygosity (Ho) is a measure of how much 

diversity is found, on average, within individual animals in a wild horse herd. Ho is insensitive to sample 

size, although the larger the sample, the more robust the estimate.  The 2011 report indicated that the values 

related to allelic diversity are not reliable due to the smaller sample size but Ho is below the critical level and 

this measurement is not influenced by sample size.   The mean Ho values for each band was 0.653 and 0.583, 

BLM identifies anything below 0.66 as at critical risk.   

The genetic report concluded that, ñ[o]verall similarity of the Big Summit [Territory] herd to domestic 

breeds was low for a feral herd which is expected with a small sample size.  Highest mean genetic similarity 

of the Big Summit [Territory] herd for both samplings was with the Old-World Iberian breeds, and the herd 

clustered with the Andalusian consistently. é Although it is difficult to have much confidence in this result, 

the consistent evidence for Spanish relationship should be examined with a larger sample if possible 

(Cothran 2011).  Cothran summarized that current variability levels for the Big Summit herd are below the 

critical level.  Cothran explained that the Ho values suggest that the herd has serious variability reduction and 

that more information is needed before specific management actions can be recommended.   

Resource Element 2 -Upland Vegetation  

Of the 25,434 acres inside the Big Summit Territory, approximately 24,508 acres or 96% is composed of 

upland plant associations that provide some forage.  These plant associations are categorized as transitory 

range.  Transitory range is defined as forested lands that are suitable for grazing for a limited time following 
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a complete or partial forest removal (Holechek et al., 2000).  These transitory range uplands primarily consist 

of an overstory tree canopy, typically ponderosa pine or Douglas-fir, with an understory of mixed grasses 

and forbs.  These areas have been mapped into plant association groups (PAG) in Geographical Information 

Systems (GIS).  Seventy-five percent of the upland forage acreages in the Big Summit Territory falls into 5 

plant association groups, these are listed in Table 5.  The remaining twenty-five percent of forage acreage is 

a mix of non-forested plant association groups including those characterized by shrubs and juniper. 

Table 5:  Five major plant association groups (PAG) comprising 75% of upland forage acreage in the Big 
Summit Territory 

PAG Code Plant Association Group Acres Percent of Uplands 

CWG113 Grand fir/pinegrass 7,576 31% 

CDG112 Douglas-fir/pinegrass 5,202 21% 

CWG211 Grand fir/brome 2,583 11% 

CPG222 Ponderosa pine/bitterbrush/elk sedge 1,517 6% 

CDSD Douglas-fir/mountain mahogany 1,386 6% 

 

Upland vegetation ratings were assessed using existing Parker 3-Step Condition and Trend (C&T) transects 

(Parker, 1951) in or adjacent to the Territory. The adjacent clusters (Reservoir 1 & 2) were used to represent 

conditions of the Territory because there are no barriers between the Territory and the clusters so horses can 

be, and there is evidence of them being, present in those areas.  C & T clusters consider frequency of upland 

species along a 100 foot transect(s) including identifying species presence.  When this protocol is repeated 

over time, changes can be detected and apparent trends of vegetation changes can be determined. There are 

two C & T clusters that were utilized for determining upland vegetation ratings in the Big Summit Territory 

(Figure 14).  At the monitoring sites, the vegetation ratings were fair to poor, with the latest reading on the 

clusters in 2015.  The data from these vegetative ratings displays a downward trend (see Table 6) from 2004 

to 2015.  

Table 6:  Conditions and Trend (C & T) Parker 3-Step Upland Vegetation Ratings within the Big Summit 
Territory 

  
Plant Association 
Group 

Vegetation Rating 

Reading 1 

(1964) 

Reading 2 

(2004) 

Reading 3 

(2015) 
Overall Trend 

Canyon Creek C&T2a Ponderosa pine/elk 
sedge 

FAIR  GOOD  FAIR  

Reservoir C&T 2* Ponderosa pine/elk 
sedge 

GOOD  GOOD  FAIR  
 

*Adjacent to the Territory 
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1964 2004 2015 

Figure 14:  Photos of Canyon Creek C & T 2a, Transect 3 (example) 

Nested Frequency transects in and adjacent to the Territory were also established in 2015 and read at existing 

C&T monitoring sites. Nested Frequency is another way to collect upland vegetation frequency data and 

detect changes over time which represent apparent trends (Figure 15).  The nested approach has the 

advantage of more sensitivity in capturing the frequency of each lifeform and is less sensitive to the effect of 

year-to-year climatic fluctuations and the subsequent variation in plant canopy coverage that occurs (USDA 

Forest Service, 2007).    

Figure 15:  Photo of Canyon Creek Nested Frequency 2a, Belt 1 (example) 

 

Because only one reading has occurred, no trend information is available from the data.  These measures and 

rating results are represented in the Table 7 that follows.  

Table 7:  Nested Frequency Data results in the Big Summit Territory 

Site Plant Association Group Successional Stage Dominant  
Cover Type 

Canyon Creek NF 1 Dry Meadow Mid-seral Litter (45%) 

Canyon Creek NF 2 Dry Meadow Mid-seral Litter (61%) 

Canyon Creek NF 2a Ponderosa pine/elk sedge  Mid-seral Litter (74%) 

Reservoir NF 1 Dry Meadow Early to Mid-seral Litter (52%) 

Reservoir NF 2 Ponderosa pine/elk sedge  Mid-seral Litter (78%) 
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The Ochoco National Forest LRMP sets forage objectives and Desired Future Condition (DFC) (USDA 

Forest Service, 1989).  Specifically, the forage objectives and DFCs are to have range conditions in good or 

excellent.  Based on the C & T data at the two ponderosa pine/elk sedge upland communities, which 

represents upland forage condition, neither of these sites have met the forage objective of good condition, 

they are currently in fair condition with an apparent downward trend.  Furthermore, the LRMP provides 

forage upland utilization standards and guidelines to be applied based on a siteôs current conditions 

(satisfactory or unsatisfactory).  Satisfactory condition is defined in the LRMP as forage condition is at least 

fair, with stable trend while unsatisfactory condition simply does not meet the criteria for satisfactory 

condition.  Therefore, currently our uplands inside the Big Summit Territory are in unsatisfactory forage 

condition and do not meet the forage objectives or DFCs of the LRMP. 

There are many factors that have led to the current forage condition of the uplands.  These include historic 

grazing practices and increased forest canopy cover because of limited vegetation management activities, 

specifically logging activities and fire management.  As stated previously, the majority of upland vegetation 

is transitory range whose production declines as forest canopies fill in and close, usually requiring a 

disturbance that opens the forest canopy in order to increase forage production.  In other words, understory 

production is inversely related to overstory cover, ñcutting and burning of the forest may promote 

development of understory vegetationò (Holechek, et al., 2000).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16:  Data points spread throughout and adjacent to the Territory  
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Resource Element 3 ï Riparian Vegetation  

There are approximately 926 acres of riparian areas producing forage inside the Big Summit Territory.  Plant 

Association Groups (PAG) are mapped for these areas in the Potential Natural Vegetation (PNV) layer of our 

Geographical Information Systems (GIS).  There are six Plant Association Groups (PAGs) that comprise the 

riparian areas inside the Big Summit Territory, these are li sted in Table 8. 

Table 8:  PNV groups of riparian forage in the Big Summit Territory 

PNV Code Plant Association Group Acres 
Percent of Riparian 
Areas 

FW50 Wetlands 336 36% 

SW20 Alder wetlands 254 27% 

MD Dry Meadow 152 16% 

MW Wet Meadow 133 14% 

HQ Quaking Aspen 40 4% 

HC Poplar Bottomlands 11 1% 

 

Riparian vegetation was assessed using the C & T surveys for the Dry Meadows, Winward Riparian Studies 

and Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) assessments.  The C & T data summaries can be found below in 

Table 9.  For the three C & T clusters in Dry Meadows, one cluster was in fair vegetative rating and two 

were in poor vegetative rating.  Data from clusters Canyon Creek 2 displays poor vegetative condition and is 

in an apparent static trend from 2004 to 2015, data from Canyon Creek 1 displays a fair forage condition 

with a downward trend from 1964 to 2015 and data from Reservoir 1 (Figure 17) displays a poor forage 

condition in a downward trend from 2004 to 2015. 

Table 9:  Conditions and Trend (Parker 3-Step) Data Summaries for Riparian Areas 

 Community Type 

Vegetation Rating 

Reading 1 

(1964) 

Reading 2 

(2004) 

Reading 3 

(2015) 

Overall 
Trend 

Canyon Creek 
C&T 1 

Dry Meadow GOOD   Not 
located 

FAIR  
 

Canyon Creek 
C&T 2 

Dry Meadow POOR  POOR  POOR  
 

Reservoir C&T 1 Dry Meadow POOR  POOR  POOR  
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1964 

 

2004 

 

2015 

Figure 17:  Reservoir C & T 1, Transect 2 (example) 

 

Winward Riparian Studies consider three indicators of riparian conditions: greenline composition, vegetation 

cross section composition and woody species regeneration (USDA Forest Service, 2007 and Winward, 

2000).   Greenline composition indicates the relative cover of a plant species or community type in relation to 

other species or types along the waterôs edge.  Vegetation cross section composition identifies the percentage 

of each vegetation community type in the riparian complex.  Woody species regeneration captures the 

presences and condition of woody species on the greenline.  Successional status can be derived from the 

greenline composition and vegetation cross section data collected.  This in turn provides a general 

representation of riparian vegetation.  In addition, woody species conditions and apparent trends can be 

determined.  There were three Winward Riparian Studies read in the Big Summit Territory in 2015.  Each of 

the three sites display variable conditions, the only consistency across the Territory is that all three sites 

display early to mid-seral successional status meaning the existing vegetation is indicative of the composition 

expected relatively recently following a disturbance.  See Table 10 for information on the data collected at 

the studies.   

 

 

Table 10:  Winward Riparian Study data results for riparian vegetation in the Big Summit Territory 

 Drainage  Year  Cross-section 

  Status 

 Greenline  

  Status 

 Greenline  

  Stability 

Canyon Creek 2005 Early-seral  Mid-seral  Good 

2015 Early-seral  Mid-seral  Moderate  

TREND 

   

Blevins Creek 2005 Early-seral  Mid-seral  Good 

2015 Early-seral  Mid-seral  Moderate  

TREND 
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 Drainage  Year  Cross-section 

  Status 

 Greenline  

  Status 

 Greenline  

  Stability 

SF Howard Creek 2005 Early-seral  Early-seral  Moderate  

2015 Early-seral  Mid-seral  Moderate  

TREND 
   

 

Ratings from Winward data are categorized as successional status, the higher percentage of undisturbed 

community types (late seral), the later the successional status.   A determination of whether a forage range 

condition is satisfactory or unsatisfactory can be derived by considering the successional status.  Fair to good 

range conditions usually are associated with mid and high (equivalent to late) seral stages (equivalent to 

successional status) or potential natural vegetation (E.L. Smith, et al., 1995) and very early and early 

(equivalent to low) seral stages are considered roughly equivalent to poor range condition.  The vegetation 

cross-section composition data may be considered the most informative regarding site response to grazing 

disturbance because it generally includes the range of vegetation communities within the riparian complex, 

including those that may be preferred by livestock and those that are most sensitive to grazing related 

disturbance.  The data displays that all three sites in the Territory are dominated by early-seral species in the 

cross section ranging from 74-79% early seral species.  Two of them are in an apparent downward trend from 

2005-2015 (Figure 18) and one in an apparent upward trend from 2005-2015.  Because all three sites are 

dominated by early-seral species, this could be considered roughly equivalent to a poor range condition, 

confirming that these riparian areas are in unsatisfactory condition. 
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Figure 18:  Photo of Winward Blevins Creek-Cross-Section 3 (example) 

 

Three Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) assessments were conducted inside the Big Summit Territory and 

one, Shady Creek, is adjacent to the Territory where horses have been seen and have no barriers for moving 

in and out of the area. The User Guide to Assessing Proper Functioning Condition and the Supporting 

Science for Lotic Areas (USDI BLM, 1998) states that, ñProper functioning condition (PFC) is a qualitative 

method for assessing the condition of riparian-wetland areas.ò  Under the PFC protocol, creeks are broken 

into reaches and each reach is walked by an inter-disciplinary team and rated considering hydrologic, 

vegetative and erosional/depositional attributes and processes.  Functional ratings and trends are qualitative, 

providing an initial assessment of condition.   See Table 11 for PFC ratings conducted within the Big 

Summit Territory by the ID Team(s). 

Table 11:   Proper Functioning Condition Assessment Results for the Big Summit Territory 

Drainage Reach Distance Functional Rating / Trend 

Blevins Creek 1 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

2 0.25 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

3 0.25 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

4 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

Cram Creek 1 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with a Downward Trend 

2 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

3 0.5 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

4 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

5 0.5 miles Functioning at Risk with a Downward Trend 
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Drainage Reach Distance Functional Rating / Trend 

6 0.5 miles Functioning at Risk with No Apparent Trend 

Judy Creek 3 0.75 miles Functioning at Risk with a Downward Trend 

4 0.5 miles Nonfunctional 

5 0.75 miles Proper Functioning Condition 

Shady Creek 1 0.5 miles Functioning at Risk with an Upward Trend 

2 0.25 miles Functioning at Risk with a Downward Trend 

 

Additional information on riparian areas, such as stream survey data, can be found in the Aquatics Report; 

this additional data is consistent with a general unsatisfactory rating for the majority of the riparian areas in 

the Big Summit Territory. 

The Ochoco National Forest LRMP sets objectives and describes desired future conditions for rangeland 

vegetation (USDA Forest Service, 1989).  Specifically, the LRMP sets an objective and expresses a desire 

that forest management will result in most riparian areas being in excellent condition by 2040.  Based on the 

data collected from the C & T clusters at the three dry meadow communities, the three Winward riparian 

studies and the four PFC assessments, none of the riparian areas assessed within the wild horse winter range 

are in good or excellent condition.  Utilization rate standards and guidelines are set forth in the LRMP and 

are determined for each site depending upon, community type, current condition and ñrange resource 

management levelò (management intensity).  Satisfactory condition is defined in the LRMP as forage 

condition is at least fair, with stable trend, while unsatisfactory condition simply does not meet the criteria 

for satisfactory condition.  Currently the riparian areas inside the wild horse winter range are in 

unsatisfactory condition and do not meet the forage goal of the LRMP (Figure 19). Therefore utilization rate 

standards and guidelines that should be applied for riparian areas within the Big Summit Territory are those 

that apply to riparian areas in unsatisfactory condition. 

 

 

Figure 19:  Photo Wild Horses using Riparian Area on Douthit Creek 
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There are many factors that have led to the existing conditions for the riparian areas in the Big Summit 

Territory.  These are similar to the factors which affected upland range conditions which include historic 

grazing practices and vegetation management practices like logging and fire management.  While upland 

forage production has an inverse relationship with overstory canopy cover, riparian forage production is 

inversely related to depth of water tables.  Many stream channels within the project area have down cut at 

some point in the past, resulting in a lowering of the water table and a loss of riparian forage.  Riparian 

forage is often utilized by many species and occurs in areas of gentle slopes that most foraging species 

prefer.   At current wild horse numbers, riparian areas within the wild horse winter range (and elsewhere) are 

showing consistent exceedance of the LRMP utilization rate standards and guidelines.  

In the 1975 Environmental Analysis for the original herd management plan, 14 springs were identified in the 

Territory with five showing heavy use, seven medium use and one light use. In addition, 18 creeks in the 

Territory were referred to in that analysis with 12 showing heavy use, five medium use and one light use.  

Although monitoring efforts in recent years did not mimic all of the data collection that occurred for the 1975 

analysis, there are still springs and creeks in the Territory that range  from heavy through light use, for 

example, both Douthit spring (Figure 19) and Cram creek (Figure 20) currently display heavy use.   

 

 

Figure 20:  Photo showing hardwood utilization on Cram Creek inside the Territory 

 

Competition for riparian forage between livestock, horses, and wildlife is limiting the regeneration and 

growth of hardwoods within the project area.  While Winward Riparian data (Table 12) shows that there are 

an increase in the percent of young and saplings over time and there are more young then decadent or dead 

hardwoods present, livestock, horses and wildlife are limiting their growth by browsing.  In this photo 

example above (Figure 20), the hardwood would be considered a young or mature tree based on the number 

of stems and should be between 4.5 to 6 feet tall (Burton, et al., 2007), instead the hardwood is less than 12 

inches tall due to the heavy browsing.  Horses have been documented frequently in riparian areas and some 

studies have shown that horses consume or otherwise impact riparian shrubs decreasing the shrubsô height or 

impacting shrub presence (Davies & Boyd, 2019) (Beever & Brussard, 2000).  In addition, both Nordquist, 
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et.al. (2012) and Bork, et.al. (2012) found that horse use of browse increased in the winter.  This is evident in 

the growth form and heavy browse use of hardwoods found throughout the wild horse winter range (Figure 

21).   

Table 12:  Winward Riparian Study data results for hardwoods in the Big Summit Territory 

 Drainage Year Hardwoods 

  
% Seedling/ 

Sprout 

% 

Young/ 

Sapling 

% 
Mature 

% 

Deca-
dent 

% 

Dead 

Canyon 
Creek 

2005 
5% 10% 81% 0% 5% 

 2015 7% 22% 63% 8% 0% 

Blevins 
Creek 

2005 
4% 29% 66% 0% 0% 

 2015 0% 68% 25% 0% 0% 

SF Howard 
Creek 

2005 
5% 15% 77% 1% 2% 

 2015 
40% 23% 12% 10% 15% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Photo of hardwood growth form in wild horse winter range 
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Resource Element 4 -Forage Allocation  

The designation of a Territory in accordance with the Wild and Free Roaming Horses and Burros Act (as 

amended) authorizes the additional multiple use of wild horses on those public lands, not the exclusive use.  

As stated in the Senate Report that accompanies the Act, ñthe principal goal of the Act was to provide for 

protection of horses from man and notéthe single use management of areas for the benefit of wild free-

roaming horses and burros.  It is the intent of the committee that the wild free-roaming horses and burros be 

specifically incorporated as a component of the multiple-use management plans governing the use of the 

public landsò (US Congress, 1971). 

The LRMP provides guidelines for allowable use of forage for the multiple resources managed by the 

Ochoco National Forest.  The standard and guideline allows for different allowable use levels depending 

upon: community type (riparian communities or primary range communities) Range Resource Management 

Level (B-D based on management intensity), and the forage condition of the communities (satisfactory or 

unsatisfactory).  These tables prescribe the allowable cumulative annual use by big game and livestock which 

includes wild horses in the Big Summit Territory.  See Table 13 and Table 14 for specific allowable use 

levels. 

Table 13:  Forest Plan Riparian Communities Forage Utilization 

Range Resource Management Level 
Grassland Communities Shrubland Communities 

Satisfactory Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Unsatisfactory 

B-Livestock use managed within 
current grazing capacity by riding, 
herding, salting, and cost-effective 
improvements used only to maintain 
stewardship of the range. 

40% 0-30% 30% 0-25% 

C-Livestock management to achieve 
full utilization of allocated forage.  
Management systems designated to 
obtain distribution and maintain 
plant vigor include fencing and water 
developments. 

45% 0-35% 40% 0-30% 

D-Livestock managed to optimize 
forage production and utilization.  
Cost-effective cultural practices 
improving forage supply, forage use 
and livestock distribution may be 
combined with fencing and water 
development to implement complex 
grazing systems. 

50% 0-40% 50% 0-35% 
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Table 14:  Forest Plan Primary Range Communities (except Riparian) Forage Utilization 

Range Resource Management Level 
Forested 

Communities 
Grassland 

Communities 
Shrubland 

Communities 

Sat.* Unsat.* Sat.* Unsat.* Sat.* Unsat.* 

B-Livestock use managed within current grazing 
capacity by riding, herding, salting, and cost-
effective improvements used only to maintain 
stewardship of the range. 

40% 0-30% 40% 0-30% 30% 0-25% 

C-Livestock management to achieve full 
utilization of allocated forage.  Management 
systems designated to obtain distribution and 
maintain plant vigor include fencing and water 
developments. 

45% 0-35% 45% 0-35% 40% 0-30% 

D-Livestock managed to optimize forage 
production and utilization.  Cost-effective 
cultural practices improving forage supply, 
forage use and livestock distribution may be 
combined with fencing and water development 
to implement complex grazing systems. 

50% 0-40% 50% 0-40% 50% 0-35% 

 

Since the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act of 1971 (WFRHBA) requires the Secretary to manage 

wild horses at a ñminimal feasible levelò range resource management level B is the level that corresponds to 

this management intensity. Because actual utilization levels within the Big Summit Territory and many 

research studies indicate that wild horses prefer riparian areas with flat slopes (Ganskopp & Vavra, 1987), 

the riparian communities allowable use rates are expected to be reached first.  Lastly, as previously discussed 

riparian community conditions inside the wild horse winter range are in unsatisfactory condition. 

The allowable use standard and guideline (for use by big game, livestock and wild horses) for Grassland 

Riparian Communities in unsatisfactory condition, managed under the Range Resource Management Level B 

is 0-30% (see Figure 22 on allowable forage use).  The remaining 70% of the forage production in the 

Grassland Riparian Communities in the Territory is reserved to meet the objectives of ñimproving ecological 

condition and plant community stabilityò (LRMP 4-11).  

Figure 22:  LRMP allowable forage use standard.    

30%70%

Allowable forage use

Wild horses, wildlife, livestock 

Watershed health 














































































































































































































































































































































































